Ordeal by Fire

" the glow in the clouds was distinctly seen by country-
men coming with their haycarts from Sudbury and
Harrow.55 Large crowds of sightseers were conveyed to
the scene in omnibuses whose proprietors displayed
placards bearing the words " To Whiteley's Fire.33 At
the height of the conflagration the Mansard roof with
its tower and flag fell in, and a loud explosion followed
as the gas-pipes burst; it took an hour to cut off the
supply at the mains.

Next day traffic in the neighbourhood was com-
pletely disorganized. Wooden barriers had to be
erected across Queen's Road, and " a great unwashed
and evil-looking crowd from the East End of London
thronged the streets, apparently enjoying the sight."
The whole neighbourhood was invaded by street-
singers, performing Zulus, and other itinerants; in-
deed, cc the residents of Kensington Gardens Square
probably saw more of the masses of London in one
brief hour than during the whole of their previous
existence.55 The firemen continued to play their hoses
on the smoking ruins, and some of the spectators com-
pared the scene with the broken front of the Tuileries
in the days of the Paris Commune. Meanwhile
business at the great emporium was carried on as usual;
and by half-past eleven that morning "the dainty young
ladies in their white caps and black dresses were dis-
playing their goods with remarkable and impetuous
ability, notwithstanding the chatter around them."
Their employer set them an example by the unruffled
equanimity with which he received the Bayswater
Chronicle reporter, and assessed for his benefit the ex-
tent of the calamity which had befallen him. The Uni-
versal Provider, indeed, presented an odd appearance.